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What is Infant Mental Health?
A young child’s capacity to
experience, regulate, and express
emotions, form close and secure
relationships, and explore the
environment and learn.

Source: Handbook of Infant Mental Health, 4th Edition

Experience, Regulate
and Express Emotions

Form Close and Secure Relationships

Explore the Environment and Learn

How does an infant/young child
communicate a potential issue?
- Not wanting to be held
- Cannot be comforted when upset or upset for long periods of
time
- Frequent sleeping or eating issues
- Won’t make eye contact with parent/caregiver or avoids eye
contact with others
- Won’t interact with others
- Doesn’t make baby noises (babble, cooing)
- No language for age expectation
- Loses skills they once had
- Difficulties with how a child plays, learns speaks or acts
- Difficulties in how they handle their emotions

So, where do
we start?

At the beginning…

Early
Childhood
Development

Brain
growth
from
newborn
– 2 years

It’s SCIENCE!
https://developingchild.harv
ard.edu/science/keyconcepts/brain-architecture/

Video used with permission from the
Center of the Developing Child Harvard.

HEALTHY BRAIN DEVELOPMENT
Early Brain Development

• Before and after birth, neurons are created and form connections
• The brainstem and midbrain develop first, governing functions necessary for life, like
heartrate, breathing, eating, and sleeping

Young Child Brain Development

• Formation of synapses occur at a high rate
• Higher function brain regions (governing emotion, language, and abstract thought) develop
gradually and at different rates throughout childhood and into adolescence/early adulthood
• By age 2, a child has formed 100 trillion synapses
• Synapses are eliminated as experiences deem them unnecessary (pruning)
• By age 3, a child’s brain is 90 percent of its adult size

Let’s pause for a
moment!
Enter any
questions/thoughts in
the chat box

So, what does early brain
development have to do with
infant and early childhood
mental health?

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/deep-dives/mental-health/
Video used with permission from Center on the Developing Child Harvard University

Great resources that connect brain science to children’s emotional development!

The brains of young
children develop in
response to the
environment
around them.

ACEs
(Adverse
Childhood
Experiences)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bF3j5UVCSCA&fe
ature=emb_logo

Effects of neglect on
young children

Key Points:
• Serve and Return is something all
of us can do and teach others to do
• Stress can be healthy, but if it’s
prolonged or doesn’t end, it
literally changes the brain

Video used with permission from Center on the Developing Child Harvard
University

Facts about mental health disorders
in US children:
ADHD, behavior problems, anxiety, and
depression are the most commonly diagnosed
mental disorders in children
• 9.4% of children aged 2-17 years
(approximately 6.1 million) have received an
ADHD diagnosis.
• 7.4% of children aged 3-17 years
(approximately 4.5 million) have a diagnosed
behavior problem.
• 7.1% of children aged 3-17 years
(approximately 4.4 million) have diagnosed
anxiety.
• 3.2% of children aged 3-17 years
(approximately 1.9 million) have diagnosed
depression.

Mental, behavioral, and
developmental disorders
begin in early childhood
• 1 in 6 U.S. children aged
2–8 years (17.4%) had a
diagnosed mental,
behavioral, or
developmental disorder.

Source CDC – 2015

▲ 6,700 children attending public preschool were
suspended at least once in 2013-2014.
Department of Education
Office of Civil Rights data
show that expulsion and
suspension are widely
used in early childhood
programs and that there
are gender and racial
disparities (United States
Department of
Education, 2016).

▲ Black preschool children are 3.6 times more likely to
receive one or more out-of-school suspensions as white
preschool children.
▲ While boys represent 54% of preschool enrollment,
they represent 78% of preschool children receiving one
or more out-of-school suspensions.
▲ Black boys represent 19% of the male preschool
enrollment but represent 45% of male preschool children
receiving one or more out-of-school suspensions.
▲ Black girls represent 20% of female preschool
enrollment, but 54% of female preschool children
receiving one or more out-of-school suspensions.

Source: Pyramid Equality Project (PyramidModel.org)

Addressing
Racial and
Ethnic
Disparities in
Youth Mental
Health

“Despite significant progress in research, practice, and
policy over the past few decades, many children and
youth continue to experience poor mental health
outcomes based on their socioeconomic disadvantage,
ethnic or racial minority status, or immigrant status. As
a result, many of these children fail to adequately meet
developmental tasks, demands, and transitions, such
as entry into and successful achievement in school,
interpersonal and peer relationships, and civic
functioning. Compounding these challenges for
minority children and youth is their low levels of mental
health service utilization, impediments to accessing
care, and care that is not culturally competent or does
not conform to evidence-based guidelines”.
Source: American Psychological Association
Infographics available at:
https://www.apa.org/pi/families/resources/disparitiesmental-health

So, what can
you do?

Teach and use feeling words
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/resources/family.html
Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations of Early Learning –
free PDF documents for families on SE support/promotion for young
children

Coping Skill Ideas
CHOA Strong4Life - great resource for parents!
https://www.strong4life.com/en/emotionalwellness/coping/grounding-your-body-and-mind

Circle of Security –
Promoting Healthy
Attachment

https://vimeo.com/circleofsecurity

SEEDS Helpline

Who we serve:
Childcare Centers, GA Pre-K
Programs, HS/EHS Programs,
Public Preschool Classrooms,
Family Members
Supports and Services:
• Connect with resources
• Trainings/Professional
Development
• Practice-based coaching
• Guidance addressing
persistent challenging
behaviors

Let me
leave you
with this…

“Early is better, but
it’s never too late”

Harvard Center for the Developing
Child Director - Dr. Jack Shonkoff

Thank you for
your attention
Questions?
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